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Pedagogical Implications of Children's Thoughts on the Concept of Citizenship
Introduction
A year ago, my advisor and I collected data from various preservice teachers,
myself included, on the concept of citizenship. We examined elementary students'
knowledge about the concept of citizenship through interviews that were collected by
preservice teachers. The student teachers prepared both pre-instructional and
post-instructional interviews. Within these interviews, the students were asked "What
does citizenship mean to you?", "Can you give me examples of citizenship?", and "Can
you give me examples of things that are not citizenship?". The students were asked
questions that measured their knowledge of citizenship prior to the lesson that would be
taught by the preservice teachers and after the lesson. The students were shown a chart
that had the word citizenship on it had three lines that indicated whether the student knew
a lot about the concept, knew a little about the concept, or little to nothing about the
concept. The students had to point to the line on the chart that best represented their
knowledge about citizenship. We compared the data and found that there were many
students who defined citizenship as being a Good Samaritan and many students defined
good citizenship as being patriotic. We studied interviews of forty-eight kindergarten
through fifth graders. We examined 16 interviews from kindergarten, 2 from first grade,
10 from second grade, 10 from third grade, 2 from fourth grade, and 8 from fifth grade.
We used this data as groundwork for the exploration of the pedagogical implications of
children's thoughts on the concept of citizenship.
We discovered that the understanding of citizenship is not universal among
children. In fact, citizenship may not be understood similarly by teachers and theorists.
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We found that there was a dilemma regarding what citizenship really means to both
students and teachers. Are the students being taught that citizenship is being a Good
Samaritan or is it people who show patriotism for their country? How much do
elementary students know about theoretical definitions of citizenship? How much do
teachers know about the theoretical definition of citizenship?
There is somewhat of a spilt between the definitions of citizenship. According to
the National Association of Secretaries of State (Ross, 1999), "Less than 33% of eligible
voters between the ages of 18 and 24 voted in the 1996 Presidential election, but that a
whopping 94% of those between the ages of 15 and 24 believed that 'the most important
thing I can do as a citizen is to help others' (P301)." This further proves the point that I
am trying to make about the true meaning of citizenship. Judging from this quote along
with the data that was collected from the interviews, it appears as though a lot of people
are think of citizenship as either patriotic or a Good Samaritan.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics, civic education should
prepare students to be active participants in the political process of our country. The
National Center for Education Statistics (April 2001) reports that there is a low
percentage of adults who vote in elections in the United States. Educators need to be
informed about children's thoughts on the concept of citizenship and consider how to
prepare them to be involved and committed citizens.
Rights and Responsibilities of Citizenship
The National Standards for Civics and Government states that "All citizens have
certain rights, privileges, and responsibilities (P36)." This book is an excellent source that
should be used in the classroom because it provides the national civics standards for
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grades K-S. It thoroughly explains what citizenship is and the rights and responsibilities
of it. One of the sections discusses the topic civic responsibilities. Within in this topic,
they provide examples such as:
"obeying the law, respecting the rights of others, being informed and attentive to the
needs of their community, paying attention to how well their elected leaders are doing
their jobs, communicating with their representatives in their school, local, state, and
national governments, and voting, paying taxes (P37).
Civic responsibilities incorporate civic rights as well. If we follow these standards, it will
help your students realize that citizenship is not solely being patriotic or a Good
Samaritan, but it is both. According to the Center for Information and Research on
Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), there are four goals for developing
knowledgeable and responsible citizens and two of them really correlate with what we
have been discussing so far. Their third and fourth goal states,
"Competent and responsible citizens act politically by having skills, knowledge, and
commitment needed to accomplish public purposes, such as group problem solving, and
voting. They should have moral and civic virtues as concern for the right and welfare of
others, social responsibility, tolerance and respect, and belief in the capacity to make a
difference (P40)."
It is vital for educators to realize the significance of their students to understand
the connection that being patriotic and a Good Samaritan is what makes a good citizen.
Alternative Perspective
I have researched many theorists who discuss what they feel citizenship. The
more I researched, I discovered that citizenship is more than a belief or being helpful, it
means taking some kind of political action. I found three theorists who do not mention
voting or being a Good Samaritan. They all share similar alternative perspectives of what
citizenship is that may not have been necessarily been widely discussed or taught in
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schools. Below are three quotes from three different theorists who argue that political
action is what defines active citizenship.
"The problem is that it [voting] tends to lull people into relying on others to act
for them, distracting them from more significant possibilities. A few people who take
some initiative may ultimately have a far greater effect than if they had put their energy
into campaigning for lesser-evil politicians."
•• John Patrick, author of The Concept of Citizenship in Education for Democracy,
wrote,
"They [citizens] must exercise their rights in order to make democracy work. The rights
to vote, to speak freely on public issues, and to participate in voluntary organizations, for
example, have little or no significance in political and civic life unless citizens regularly
and effectively use them. Students need to move beyond conceptual understanding to
learning experiences that develop participatory skills and civic dispositions for exercising
their rights and carrying out the responsibilities and duties of citizenship in a democracy."
Leong and Carolyn, two teachers who took part in a case study mentioned in
Jasmine Sim's article What Does Citizenship Mean? Social Studies Teachers'
Understanding of Citizenship in Singapore School, compared participation with
"contributing to the nation, 'like giving back to society', where contribution is a more
reflective form of participation. Their lessons emphasized understanding rationales of
policies, and their pedagogical preference included simulation activities and structured
group work."
What is common amongst these three theorists and two teachers is that
they all believe that being an active citizen is not just voting, but it is doing something to
help make a change. After reviewing the student interviews and analyzing how those
children viewed the concept of citizenship, none of them mentioned anything about being
proactive participants in changing the world instead of relying on the people who their
parents voted for to make all of the changes for them. For instance, the constitutional
amendment banning slavery in the US was not passed until people came together and
stood up for their rights and the rights of others. The Child Labor Law did not get passed
until people took action and fought for children's rights. Teachers did not receive an
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increase in benefits and salaries until they unified and went on strike until their demands
were met.
When the student were asked what are some examples of good citizenship they,
responded by saying things like, "[good citizens should] vote, follow laws, help people,
and read the newspaper." When they were asked what are examples of not being a good
citizen, they responded by saying things like, "[good citizens do not] fighting, not
following laws, not voting, and breaking the laws." What about those' citizens who were
active in changing the laws in our country? Those infamous citizens who did not wait
around for others to make a difference in their lives? Some of those phenomenal, actively
engaged citizens broke laws in order to create new ones that were fair. A few of those
citizens were Cesar Chevez, Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King Jr., and so many more, both
notorious and not so well known. Citizenship is not just voting, being a Good Samaritan,
or being actively engaged in political action. It may also involve breaking laws for the
better good of the people. It is taking a stand for citizens rights and both the future and
the present.
Programs to Promote Awareness of Good Citizenship
There is a plethora of ways to get children in every grade level involved and
taking ownership of their rights of being a citizen in America. Primary grades can discuss
and come up with plans to solve issues that they feel need to be addressed within their
own classroom, and school, maybe even spread to the district. Intermediate children can
discuss and come up with resolutions for issues that they feel needs to be addressed
pertaining to their neighborhood and community. Middle school-aged children can
address the same issues and expand it to their city or town and the state. Junior high and
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high school students can tackle the issues that we are faced with on a nationwide and
global level which will then lead to their proactive attitudes into adulthood. Service
Learning is a great way to encourage and promote the action of taking charge over ones
country and the issues that befall belabor or oppress them. Service Learning is not be
mistaken for volunteer work.
There are ways to teach, what we call, "good citizenship" to your students by
getting the whole school involved. When I taught a unit on citizenship I had to use
supplemental materials other than the textbook that the school provided. Like many
textbooks, it offered a very vague description and explanation of what citizenship is. Not
only was it vague but it focused mainly on being a Good Samaritan. There are two ways
that I suggest incorporating both the patriotic and Good Samaritan aspects of citizenship.
There has been research that shows having mock voting polls in the schools really
increased students' engagement and interest becoming an active citizen. In Education for
Civic Engagement in Democracy they mention Kids Voting. The mission of Kids Voting
is to help schools educate students for future citizenship roles through an innovative
curriculum, mock ballots, and community events (p87)." Kids Voting focuses on
developing their own opinions on events that are currently taking place in today's society,
to become knowledgeable about what both parties platforms are, and stay current with
what is being said in the media pertaining to the political parties and the candidates that
represent them. Kids Voting covers the patriotic side and Character Counts covers the
Good Samaritan side. Character Counts is "A framework based on basic values called the
Six Pillars of Character: trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and
citizenship." More information on Character Counts can be found on the Josephson
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Institute: Center for Youth Ethics website which is:
http://charactercounts.org/overview/about.html
To take it a step further from Kids Voting, We the People ...Project Citizen is a
curriculum that teaches students how to "monitor and influence public policy (p.93)" The
goal of Project citizen is to "develop students with the knowledge and skills needed to
participate effectively in society and the practical experience designed to foster a sense of
competence and efficacy" (Tolo 1998, 107). Project Citizen correlates more with what
the three theorists and two teachers I mentioned early believe. If both ofthese programs
would merge together, they would accomplish exactly what good citizenship is from a
patriotic perspective. With these two programs in these in your school it will help
develop and build their knowledge and awareness so that can become future role models
who will change the world.
Conclusion
At the beginning I asked "Are the students being taught that citizenship is being a
Good Samaritan or is it people who show patriotism for their country? How much do
elementary students know about theoretical definitions of citizenship?" Good
citizenship has several entities that make up the definition of what good citizenship is. A
good citizen is the Good Samaritan who is patriotic and taking responsibility of not just
voting but being proactive in changing the issues that our country is facing. We have
explored the pedagogical implications of children's thoughts on the concept of
citizenship, you should feel confident. You should feel confident in being the one who
can help bring change to not only your school, but to your district for the sake of our
children's future as citizens.
Pedagogical Implications of
Children's Thoughts on the
Concept of Citizenship
ByJennifer Clarke
Good Samaritan and many students defined
good citizenship as being patriotic. We
studied interviews of forty-eight
kindergarten through fifth graders. We
examined 16 interviews from kindergarten,
2 from first grade, 10 from second grade, 10
from third grade, 2 from fourth grade, and 8
from fifth grade. We used this data as
groundwork for the exploration of the
pedagogical implications of children's
thoughts on the concept of citizenship.
consider how to prepare them to be
involved and committed citizens.
We discovered that the
understanding of citizenship is not universal
among children. In fact, citizenship may not
be understood similarly by teachers and
theorists. According to H. Lynn Erickson,
"A universal concept is a mental construct
that is timeless, universal, and abstract," and
although citizenship is a concept, it is not
well-understood. We found that there was a
dilemma with what citizenship really means
to both students and teachers. Are the
students being taught that citizenship is
being a Good Samaritan or is it people who
show patriotism for their country? How
much do elementary students know about
theoretical definitions of citizenship?
As mentioned earlier, we found
that the 48 children in our study tended to
define citizenship as being either patriotic or
a Good Samaritan. Out of all the data that
we collected, we created five categories that
best described how children view
citizenship. These categories are Voting,
Obeying Laws, Recycling, Being Nice to
Other People, and Helping People When
Hurt. Three out of the five categories
pertain to rights of a citizen rather than the
responsibilities of being a citizen. If we are
teaching our students that good citizenship
is "doing what's right", focusing on
recycling, and being kind to others, are we
taking away the focal point of the patriotic





There is somewhat of a spilt
between the definitions of citizenship.
According to the National Association of
Secretaries of State (Ross, 1999), "They
found that less than 33% of eligible voters
between the ages of 18 and 24 voted in the
1996 Presidential election, but that a
whopping 94% of those between the ages of
15 and 24 believed that 'the most important
thing I can do as a citizen is to help others'
(P301)." Is a good citizen both patriotic and
a Good Samaritan?Are you a good citizen if
you have one without the other?
A year ago, my advisor and I
collected data from various preservice
teachers, myself included, on the concept of
citizenship. We examined the students'
knowledge on the concept of citizenship
through interviews that were collected by
preservice teachers. The student teachers
prepared both pre-instructional and post-
instructional interviews. We compared the
data and found that there were many
students who defined citizenship as being a
According to the National Center
for Education Statistics, civic education
should prepare students to be active
participants in the political process of our
country. The National Center for Education
Statistics (April 2001) shows that there are a
low percentage of adults who vote in
elections in the United States. Educators
need to be informed about children's
thoughts on the concept of citizenship and
Civic responsibilities incorporate
ClV1crights as well. If we follow these
standards, it will help your students realize
that citizenship is not solely being patriotic
or a Good Samaritan, but it is both.
citizenship is. Not only was it vague but it
focused mainly on being a Good Samaritan.
There are two ways that I suggest
incorporating both the patriotic and Good
Samaritan aspects of citizenship.
According to the Center for
Information and Research on Civic
Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), there
are four goals for developing knowledgeable
and responsible citizens and two of them
really correlate with what we have been
discussing so far. Their third and fourth goal
states
There has been research that shows
having mock voting polls in the schools
really increased students' engagement and
interest becoming an active citizen. In
Education for Civic Engagement in
Democracy, they mention Kids Voting. The
mission of Kids Voting is to help schools
educate students for future citizenship roles
through an innovative curriculum, mock
ballots, and community events (p87)." Kids
Voting covers the patriotic side and
Character Counts covers the Good
Samaritan side. Character Counts is "A
framework based on basic values called the
Six Pillars of Character: trustworthiness,
respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and
citizenship." More information can be
found on the Josephson Institute: Center






"Competent and responsible citizens act
politically by having skills, knowledge, and
commitment needed to accomplish public
purposes, such as group problem solving,
and voting. They should have moral and
civic virtues as concern for the right and
welfare of others, social responsibility,
tolerance and respect, and belief in the
capacity to make a difference (P40)."
The National Standards for Civics
and Govetnment states that "All citizens
have certain rights, privileges, and
responsibilities (P36)." This book is an
excellent source that should be used in the
classroom because it provides the national
standards for grades K-8. It thoroughly
explains what citizenship is and the rights
and responsibilities of it. One of the
sections discusses the topic civic
responsibilities. Within in this topic, they
provide examples such as:
As mentioned throughout this
article, it is vital for educators to realize the
significance of their students to understand
the connection that being patriotic and a
Good Samaritan is what makes a good
citizen.
"obeying the law, respecting the rights of
others, being informed and attentive to the
needs of their community, paying attention
to how well their elected leaders are doing
their jobs, communicating with their
representatives in their school, local, state,





There are ways to teach, what we
call, "good citizenship" to your students by
getting the whole school involved. When I
taught a unit on citizenship I had to use
supplemental materials other than the
textbook that the school provided. Like
many textbooks, it offered a very vague
description and explanation of what
CONCLUSION Mann, S., & Patrick,J']. (2000). Educationfor
civic engagement in democrary: Service learning and
other promising practices. Bloomington, Indiana:
ERIC Clearing house for Social Studies/
Social Science Education.
At the beginning of this article I
asked "Are the students being taught that
citizenship is being a Good Samaritan or is
it people who show patriotism for their
country? How much do elementary students
know about theoretical definitions of
citizenship?" After reading this and taking a
look at the resources that I provided, you
should realize by now that good citizenship
has two components: Patriotism and Good
Samaitanship. Now that we have explored
the pedagogical implications of children's
thoughts on the concept of citizenship, you
should feel confident. You should feel
confident in being the one who can help
bring change to not only your school, but to
your district for the sake of our children's
future as citizens.
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